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March Fellowship in Ethical Leadership 
Critical Spectatorship? Theater in the Age of a Pandemic 
By Rebecca Vernachio  
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Martina Kolb 
Abstract 
How can a diverse theater where critical spectators disagree advance ethics? What is 
the precise nature and function of an ethical dilemma? What is the pedagogical impact of 
dilemmas replacing the dead end of imposed solutions toward happy endings? How can we 
promote critical spectatorship under almost exclusively virtual circumstances?  What can 
online performance as part of an ethically informed theatrical vision achieve in the realms of 
community and leadership? These are the main questions this project pursues.  
Through discussions with SU students and alumni, this project sets out to understand 
how possible answers to these questions have impacted the SU community, both on and off 
campus, as well as the theatrical world and world culture on a broader scale. To gain more 
insight into how current members of the theater world have adapted their work to the 
conditions posed by the pandemic, I have interviewed current SU students, faculty, and SU 
alumni about their experiences in and with the theatre, with Bertolt Brecht, and with a 
currently virtual theatre in the age of the pandemic. I have referred to these interviews in my 
forthcoming article in The Quill: “Critical Spectatorship: Theater in the Age of a Pandemic”.  
Over the course of this spring semester, Dr. Kolb and I have planned three events 
geared toward our principal questions, as outlined above. The first event took place on March 
25th, and we streamed John Walter’s documentary Theater of War (2008) and followed the 
screening with a lively discussion about the film. The second event is scheduled for April 
19th, an evening of conversation with Susquehanna University alumni Brian Herrmann (2020) 
and Jacob Young (2016). The third event will be a screening of a famous black-and white 
film of 1961, featuring Brecht’s major anti-war play Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder (1949).  
Following the interviews I conducted and the conversations during the first two events of 
our series, I felt I had gained much insight to best answer the questions presented in the 
beginning of this abstract. All three of the student interviewees had similar views on how 
theater has changed due to the pandemic. They hoped that theatre will still retain the new 
virtual accessibility that it recently gained. Though they each had different opinions on 
Brecht and a variety of experience with his works and theories, also in the original German, 
each interviewee held firm to the power that theater can and should change and ethically 
improve the world we live in. The topic of changing the world we live in came up at length 
on the evening of the screening of Theater of War. The documentary discusses the idea 
Brecht had of fatal virtue. Event attendees discussed what this meant and how the fact that 
Brecht’s characters in Mutter Courage were destroyed by their virtues was not their fault, but 
rather the fault of the society which fostered such virtue and heroism — the in which they 
lived. The ethical impact became a strong focus in discussion that evening, as well as how the 
theater becomes a practice ground for living more ethically informed lives in the so-called 
real world beyond actual and virtual theatrical stages.  
 
 
